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Abstract
This paper investigates the relationships between optimism, 
mindfulness, and task engagement. Specifically, we hypoth-
esized that optimism, mindfulness, and their interaction 
would facilitate individuals’ task engagement. We tested 
our research model in four studies: two surveys among 
gig workers and two experiments. The results of the two 
surveys among gig workers indicated that optimism pre-
dicted higher task engagement, but trait mindfulness did 
not, and that a multiplicative interaction existed between 
high optimism and high mindfulness in stimulating task en-
gagement. Our two experiments confirmed a significant in-
teraction between optimism and induced state mindfulness 
and showed that the most engaging situation is being high 
in both mindfulness and optimism. Although optimism 
predicted task engagement, the experiments indicated that 
the effect of the state mindfulness manipulation was above 
and beyond that of optimism. Finally, we discuss the nu-
ances of the interaction between optimism and mindfulness 
in predicting task engagement.
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BACKGROUND

When you wish upon a star, your dreams come true. 
( Jiminy Cricket in Pinocchio: Cliff Edwards)

No other road, no other way, no day but today 
(Mimi Marquez in Rent: Jonathan Larson)

Optimism, the attitude that the outcome of one's efforts will be positive, desirable, and favourable 
(Scheier & Carver, 1985), has attracted considerable attention in various fields of research, including 
organizational psychology. A growing body of research has shown that dispositional optimism is an im-
portant predictor of employee performance and higher goal achievements ( Jensen et al., 2007; Wrosch 
& Scheier, 2003). Having an optimistic attitude has, for example, been linked to better coping mecha-
nisms and greater resilience and persistence when pursuing goals (Carver et al., 2010). Moreover, re-
search has shown that optimistic visions of the future may help people become engaged in their work 
(Malinowski & Lim, 2015).

However, optimism can also lead to less effort and weaker subsequent performance when people 
feel overly optimistic about their prospects for goal achievement (Britton et al., 2012; Geers et al., 2010; 
Pavlova & Silbereisen, 2013). Similarly, optimism can be even hazardous because it can prevent people 
from judging reality objectively, causing them to underestimate risks and fail to recognize what they 
can accomplish (De Meza & Dawson, 2021; Peterson & Park, 2003; Sharot, 2011). Optimists show great 
effort and task engagement towards high priority goals but tend to decrease effort for low priority goals 
and goals that may not lead to the preferred outcomes (Geers et al., 2009). These results indicate that 
whether people are successful in engaging in tasks, defined as sustained interest and immersion in a task, 
depends not only on their positive future beliefs but also on whether they exert self- regulation in the 
form of task focus (Carver, 2004).

Mindfulness, an enhanced attention to and awareness of experience, as it occurs in the present mo-
ment (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Good et al., 2016; Sutcliffe et al., 2016), has frequently been considered 
a successful self- regulation tool (Bowlin & Baer, 2012; Leyland et al., 2018) and has been empirically 
linked to higher levels of task engagement (e.g., Avey et al., 2008; Bunjak & Černe, 2018; Leroy et al., 
2013; Malinowski & Lim, 2015), which is why we focused on it in this research. However, like optimism, 
mindfulness has also demonstrated positive, negative, or null relationships with task engagement across 
different studies (van Berkel et al., 2014; Imtiaz et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2020; Petchsawang & McLean, 
2017; Tuckey et al., 2018).

Practitioner points

• Managers could implement interventions that enhance workers’ optimism because optimism 
strengthens one’s orientation toward goal achievement and promotes engagement in various 
tasks in the workplace.

• Managers could support short mindfulness practice in the workplace to contribute to vibrant 
and effective task engagement in the organization.

• On- the- spot state mindfulness induction is particularly helpful for task engagement, which 
people can do via focused breathing meditation for 8– 15 min.

• Optimists benefit from the heightened attention that mindfulness practice affords when en-
gaging in tasks. People’s task engagement tends to be highest when they are simultaneously 
high in both optimism and mindfulness.
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In sum, studies which sought to link optimism and mindfulness to task engagement indicate that 
optimism or mindfulness alone might not reliably enhance task engagement. Hence, our study intention 
is to better understand whether it is better to be optimistic or mindful, or both, when it comes to stim-
ulating individuals’ task engagement.

We utilized the resource allocation model (Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989) to understand how optimists 
and mindful individuals may unlock their capacity and potential for task engagement. Namely, people 
have a pool of cognitive/attentional resources, which are either distal or proximal driving processes that 
facilitate their decisions and efforts to engage in tasks. In our study, we proposed optimism as a distal 
process that helps people allocate their cognitive resources to a task and mindfulness as a proximal 
self- regulatory process that keeps those resources engaged with the task over time. Metaphorically, 
optimism can be thought of as a car's engine, whereas mindfulness would be the steering wheel. Hence, 
the following was our key research question: Is it better to be optimistic or mindful, or both, when it 
comes to stimulating individuals’ task engagement?

By examining the main and interaction effects and potential benefits or costs of optimism and mind-
fulness on task engagement, this study contributes to both the optimism and mindfulness literatures in 
two ways. First, we explored the role of optimism. Some believe that people create success by engaging 
in positive thoughts (Byrne, 2008; Pronin et al., 2006). However, research also has indicated that the 
power of optimism when engaging in tasks might be somewhat overestimated unless other elements 
such as one's consciousness, self- awareness, acceptance of reality, or self- control over desired thoughts 
are not taken into consideration (Manson, 2019; Segerstrom, 2006; Tenney et al., 2015). Hence, in our 
study, we tapped into the relationship between one's positive attitude towards task engagement and their 
actual task engagement, providing a better understanding of how people's positive beliefs can translate 
to valued outcomes.

Second, we contribute to the mindfulness literature by showing that mindfulness alone does not 
facilitate task engagement (Leroy et al., 2013) as well as it does when combined with optimism. We built 
on previous work suggesting that mindfulness clears out negativity (Brown et al., 2007; Hafenbrack 
& Vohs, 2018) but does not reliably translate to task engagement unless there is also already a value of 
optimism it can magnify. In this, we also answered calls from scholars (Baer & Lykins, 2011; Knight 
et al., 2019; Malinowski & Lim, 2015; Meyers & van Woerkom, 2016; Monzani et al., 2021; Niemiec 
et al., 2012) to uncover the relationships between different positive psychological resources. Although 
optimism contributes to one's task engagement, studies have shown that, in the face of difficulty, opti-
mists disengage more quickly than pessimists (Aspinwall & Richter, 1999). For our study, we proposed 
mindfulness as a facilitator that may help optimists reduce such potential task disengagement by in-
creasing focus on the present tasks that work towards their goals. We tested our hypotheses in four 
studies conducted on a crowdsourcing platform and in the laboratory. Figure 1 presents our conceptual 
model with hypotheses.

F I G U R E  1  The conceptual model with hypotheses
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Optimism and task engagement

Optimism is a facet of personality (Carver & Scheier, 2014), and personality is a fundamental determi-
nant of one's task engagement (Young et al., 2018). Substantial research on behavioural self- regulation 
has indicated that optimism is positively linked to persistence and motivation towards goals (Medlin & 
Green, 2009) and to greater coping and flexibility when problems arise (Nicholls et al., 2008). The use 
of character strengths such as optimism creates the sense that the individual is leading a meaningful 
life in accordance with their goals (Mauno et al., 2007), increasing their task engagement (Miglianico 
et al., 2019).

Different authors have offered various definitions of task engagement, mostly referring to involve-
ment, absorption, positive energy, commitment, and enthusiasm in everyday activities. For example, 
Schaufeli and Bakker (2010) described work engagement (i.e., task engagement in the working context) 
as a positive, fulfilling work- related state of mind that includes vigour, dedication, and absorption. ‘A 
sense of meaning in the world, and connection to persons or objects beyond oneself’ (Averill, 2002, 
p. 182), task engagement means being in flow (Averill, 2002, p. 181), which can be understood as the 
level of involvement with a task. The Merriam- Webster dictionary described ‘engagement’ as ‘the state 
of being in gear’. Task engagement has also been defined as one's psychological presence and focus 
at work (Kahn, 1990, 1992; Rothbard, 2001). Notably, the operationalizations of these scales show 
remarkable overlap with items included in the absorption, dedication, and vigour scales of the Utrecht 
Work Engagement Scale (UWES; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2010). In our work, we defined task engagement 
as an individual's interest and immersion in a task and willingness to invest effort in the understanding 
of, attention to, and personal interest in a given task (Ho et al., 2011). This definition also aligns with 
Rothbard’s (2001) definition of task engagement, comprising absorption in and attention to a task.

According to Kanfer and Ackerman’s (1989) resource allocation model, one's motivation and ulti-
mate engagement in a task is influenced by distal and proximal processes that operate together. To attain 
a goal, people need to exert some effort and engage in tasks. The choice to exert cognitive resources 
towards a goal's attainment represents a distal process. Because optimists believe that the likelihood of 
future success will be positive rather than negative, this will help people allocate their cognitive re-
sources to a task. This is partly because people are waste averse (Arkes & Blumer, 1985) and do not want 
to waste their time on tasks that cannot be accomplished, yet people are willing to commit significant 
effort when they believe it can yield successful results. Finally, the importance of the outcome goes hand 
in hand with the motivation and effort invested in attaining a goal (Locke & Latham, 2002). Overall, 
a positive attitude acts as a rewarding and encouraging factor that keeps people striving towards their 
goals. Hence, we hypothesized the following:

Hypothesis 1 Optimism is positively related to task engagement.

Mindfulness and task engagement

However, optimism might provide only the initial application of cognitive resources, supporting one's 
decision to engage in a task. Engaging in tasks that are novel and demand less routine skills may require 
a supplementary ‘attentional resources in the face of difficulties’ (Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989, p. 661). 
Thus, besides distal process, task engagement requires additional attentional resources (i.e., proximal 
process) that may return one's attention to a task when it starts to drift away. In our study, we posited 
mindfulness as a proximal process that may keep one engaged with a task over time.

Mindfulness enhances attentional focus on external (e.g., sights, physical sensations) and internal 
stimuli (e.g., thoughts, feelings; Brown & Ryan, 2003; Dane, 2011), decreases the automaticity of men-
tal processes (Siegel, 2010), and fosters observation and awareness of moment- to- moment experiences 
(Brown et al., 2007). It has been argued that mindfulness alters the valence of judgements such that they 
become less negative (Kiken & Shook, 2011, 2012) and decreases rumination and automatic negative 
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responses ( Jain et al., 2007; Wenk- Sormaz, 2005). Mrazek et al. (2013) demonstrated that mindfulness 
is more than enhanced attention to details because it can reduce mind wandering and improve working 
memory function (Chambers et al., 2008).

Brown and Ryan (2003) showed that attention to subjective norms regarding behaviour enhances the 
quality of an experience in the way that individuals become motivated and immersed in tasks (Aherne 
et al., 2011). Mindfulness can help people step back and see the big picture regarding a task or endeavour 
(Anālayo, 2018), which should enhance their abilities to grasp the importance of the outcomes expected 
if they were to attain a goal. In this sense, mindfulness could underpin the core features of task en-
gagement, which are attention to and focus on tasks, because of the sustained immersion in tasks that 
mindfulness cues (Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018; Mrazek et al., 2012).

The intentional self- regulation of attention from moment to moment lies at the heart of mindful-
ness (Kabat- Zinn, 1990). Importantly, self- regulation allows an individual to exert control over their 
self (Van Damme et al., 2009) and their inner monologue, which may foster engagement in a task 
(Chatzisarantis & Hagger, 2007; Hafenbrack et al., 2020; Papies et al., 2015). Mindfulness strengthens 
the ability to choose which trains of thought to follow versus interrupt, and perceived control over 
one's choices could lead to greater agency in terms of task focus (despite reducing motivation towards 
unpleasant, meaningless tasks; Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018) and task engagement (Leroy et al., 2013). In 
line with this, mindfulness has also been empirically linked to higher levels of task engagement (Avey 
et al., 2008; Bunjak & Černe, 2018; Malinowski & Lim, 2015; Tuckey et al., 2018). Thus, we predicted 
the following:

Hypothesis 2 Mindfulness is positively related to task engagement.

Optimism, mindfulness, and task engagement

Although optimism and mindfulness have been associated with task engagement both theoretically and 
empirically, the empirical findings are mixed.

People are prone to expressing positive future expectancies even when they are not completely jus-
tified. For example, optimists strongly believe in success and the likelihood of rewards but may under-
estimate the chance of losses (Gibson & Sanbonmatsu, 2004; Hmieleski & Baron, 2009). Moreover, 
optimists tend to underestimate the amount of time they need to complete a task; thus, they can inade-
quately prepare for it and, ultimately, not complete it (Newby- Clark et al., 2000). It also has been shown 
that, although optimists expected positive outcomes and became engaged in completing a task, they 
did not improve their performance as expected (Carver et al., 2010; Tenney et al., 2015). This is because 
optimists tend to overestimate the importance of self- regulation of their positive expectations, engage 
less in tasks pursuits, which can lead to eventually missing the opportunity to accomplish their initially 
established goals (Shepperd et al., 2017).

As previously noted, there are mixed results regarding the relationship between mindfulness and task 
engagement. For example, state mindfulness impairs one's motivation to complete some, particularly 
unpleasant tasks (Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018; Hafenbrack et al., 2021), and for instance, research has con-
firmed that for within- day correlations, the link between mindfulness and task engagement was weak 
(Tuckey et al., 2018). Other studies have reported dispositional mindfulness significantly predicts work 
engagement and engagement during a cognitive task (Imtiaz et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2020; Malinowski & 
Lim, 2015). Thus, besides testing the direct effects of optimism and mindfulness on task engagement, 
introducing a boundary condition has the potential to reconcile these mixed findings.

Along this line of thought, little is known about how mindfulness further stimulates what is desired 
in one's behaviour (Niemiec et al., 2012). Although mindfulness has gained considerable attention from 
not only researchers but also employers and individuals overall, very few works have linked mindfulness 
to positive personality characteristics such as optimism (Knight et al., 2019; Monzani et al., 2021). For 
example, Kiken and Shook (2011) found that mindfulness may increase positive judgements and decrease 
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negativity bias. One of the possible explanations that the present research is offering is that mindful-
ness may affect cognitive processes in terms of distinguishing good information from bad. Furthermore, 
Malinowski and Lim (2015) confirmed the positive relationship between dispositional mindfulness and 
well- being when the relationship was mediated (partially) by positive affect, hope, and optimism. One 
possible explanation was that mindfulness may make one refrain from reacting to negative stimuli, which 
may lead to a more positive outlook on life. Bunjak and Černe (2018) found that mindfulness medi-
ates the relationship between leader and employee optimism matching levels and work engagement, and 
Charoensukmongkol (2017) showed that optimism mediated some of the effects of mindfulness on the 
resistance to organizational change. However, optimism is more of a stable trait than mindfulness, which 
can be easily induced on the state level. Thus, although the two constructs are positively correlated, there 
are many situations in which people may be high in mindfulness but low in optimism or vice versa.

According to resource allocation model (Kanfer & Ackerman, 1989, p. 661), people have at their 
disposal limited cognitive/attentional resource allocation processes (distal and proximal) that drive task 
engagement. The distal ones encompass the perceived utility of expending effort, and the proximal 
ones include self- regulation processes that keep one's attention focused on a task, rather than drifting 
off task into mind wandering. Indeed, minds’ tendency to wander away from the task at hand poses a 
nearly- omnipresent challenge (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010; Smallwood & Schooler, 2006). As such, 
we proposed optimism as a distal process that helps people allocate their cognitive resources to a task 
(because optimists believe they can accomplish their tasks) and mindfulness as a self- regulatory process 
that keeps those resources engaged with the task over time (because people are metacognitively mon-
itoring their attention and bringing it back to the task when it drifts off: Reina & Kudesia, 2020; see 
also Kudesia, 2019). Accordingly, we suggested that neither optimism nor mindfulness would predict 
individuals’ task engagement as well as optimism and mindfulness in concert may predict it.

This is also aligned with our theoretical framework; that is, optimism helps by preparing for the 
initial stage in which cognitive resources are allocated and transmitted into task engagement and mind-
fulness magnifies the effects of optimism by sustaining attentional efforts on task demands. Thus, we 
predicted:

Hypothesis 3 Mindfulness moderates the relationship between optimism and task engagement, such that the positive 
relationship between optimism and task engagement will be stronger when mindfulness is high.

Study overview

We conducted four studies to test our hypotheses. We conducted our first two studies (Studies 1 and 2) 
with gig workers to examine whether and how optimism and dispositional mindfulness predicted task 
engagement: Study 1 focused on task engagement in their general work, and Study 2 captured their en-
gagement in a specific task embedded in our research design. The rest of the studies were experimental. 
Studies 3 and 4 manipulated mindfulness with a short mindfulness induction to test the same hypoth-
eses, focusing on induced state mindfulness instead of dispositional mindfulness.

STUDY 1

Method

Sample and procedure

We recruited working professionals via Amazon Mechanical Turk (a crowdsourcing platform). We paid 
participants $3 for an assigned time of around 10 min. The mandatory requirement was that the par-
ticipants were employed. The online survey was completed in full (after screening for response validity 
indicators, time spent on the survey, and flatlining) by 263 full- time employed professionals; 68.1% of 
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respondents were male, and 53.2% were younger than 35 from various job domains (technology: 44.1%, 
finance: 13.7%, education: 10.4%, manufacturing: 10.3%). The majority of participants had acquired a 
bachelor's- level degree (58.6%), and most were from the United States (47.9%), with more than 7 years 
of work experience (34.6%).

Measures

We measured all variables on Likert- type scales ranging from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly 
agree’).

Optimism
For optimism, we used the Life Orientation Test- Revised (LOT- R; Scheier et al., 1994). This test is a 
10- item measure of individual differences in optimism and pessimism (e.g., ‘In uncertain times, I usu-
ally expect the best’). Higher scores on the LOT- R generally reflect a greater tendency to expect more 
positive than negative outcomes (α = .80).

Dispositional mindfulness
We assessed trait mindfulness with the full 15- item Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS; Brown 
& Ryan, 2003). Sample items are ‘I found it difficult to stay focused on what's happening in the present, 
(reversed)’ and ‘I found myself doing things without paying attention. (reversed)’ (α = .92).

Task engagement
We assessed task engagement using the six items with the highest validation- article factor loadings adopted 
from the UWES (Schaufeli et al., 2006) because work consists of a series of tasks. Example items for the 
components of vigour, dedication, and absorption are, respectively, ‘At my work, I feel bursting with en-
ergy’, ‘I am enthusiastic about my job’, and ‘I feel happy when I am working intensely’ (α = .85).

Results

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations of all variables used in the study.
We first observed the factor structure of the focal variables using confirmatory factor analysis pro-

cedures in AMOS software, version 21. The expected three- factor solution (optimism, mindfulness, 
task engagement) displayed a good fit with the data (χ2 [405] = 592.355, CFI = 0.942, SRMR = 0.064, 
RMSEA = 0.073). The standardized factor loadings ranged from 0.50 to 0.77 for optimism items, from 
0.60 to 0.80 for mindfulness items, and from 0.70 to 0.80 for task engagement items.

To alleviate potential issues related to effects of common method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2012), 
we applied Lindell and Whitney’s (2001) marker variable test, using a theoretically unrelated (marker) 
variable, and correlated them with the three principal constructs in the model (task engagement, opti-
mism, and dispositional mindfulness). A high average correlation of the marker variable with the study's 
other principal constructs would indicate potential common method bias. For robustness, we separately 
repeated the marker variable test with two variables that the model did not include (respondents’ tenure 

T A B L E  1  Study 1— means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3

1 Optimism 3.62 0.72 (.80)

2 Dispositional mindfulness 3.15 0.97 .28** (.92)

3 Task engagement 3.93 0.89 .42** −.02 (.85)

Note: N = 263. Reliabilities (Cronbach's alpha) are indicated on the diagonal in parentheses.
**p < .01.
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on Mechanical Turk and how many digital platforms they are on), for which we had little or no theo-
retical basis to expect a relationship with the study's principal constructs. The average correlation be-
tween the study's principal constructs for MTurk tenure (r = −.07) and the number of digital platforms 
(r = .04) was low and non- significant, providing no evidence of common method bias.

Simple regression analysis revealed that the direct effect of optimism on task engagement was sig-
nificant (b = .53, p < .01), thereby supporting Hypothesis 1. Next, the direct effect of mindfulness on 
task engagement was not significant (b = −.02, n.s.); therefore, Hypothesis 2 was not supported. Last, we 
followed standard procedures to examine interaction effects using a bootstrapping approach (Preacher 
& Hayes, 2004). Drawing 5000 random samples using replacement from the full sample, we constructed 
95% bias- corrected confidence intervals for the hypothesized conditional effects of optimism on task 
engagement at the values of mindfulness. The interaction term between optimism and mindfulness on 
task engagement was significant (b = .19, p < .01), supporting Hypothesis 3 (see Table 2).

We examined the pattern of this moderation following the procedure Aiken et al. (1991) prescribed 
for probing the interaction between two continuous variables, making comparisons at ±1 SD of the 
moderator (high and low levels of mindfulness). Figure 2 presents the estimated regression line at high 
and low levels of dispositional mindfulness. Optimism showed a more positive relationship with task 
engagement when the level of dispositional mindfulness was high (gradient = .70, t = 6.63, p < .01) than 
when it was low (gradient = .31, t = 2.28, p < .05).

Discussion

As we predicted, optimism was positively linked to task engagement (Hypothesis 1), and the interaction 
effect of optimism and mindfulness on task engagement was also significant (Hypothesis 3). However, 
the surprising result in this study was that mindfulness did not predict task engagement. One specula-
tive explanation for this observed result is that most employed people who are willing to do studies for 
small amounts of money on Mechanical Turk lack financial resources and may have jobs that they dis-
like and do not find personally enjoyable or self- expressive (in line with how two- third of Americans 
perennially report to Gallup that they are not engaged at work and mindfulness can reduce motivation 

T A B L E  2  Study 1— results of the moderation analysis with the PROCESS macro

Dependent variable Task engagement

Constant 4.59 (1.08)**

Optimism −0.08 (0.28)

Dispositional mindfulness (moderator) −0.84 (0.30)**

Interaction (optimism × mindfulness) 0.19 (0.08)*

F 15.34

df (5, 257)

R2 .23

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the low level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.32 (0.13) (LLCI: 0.06, ULCI: 0.57)

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the medium level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.53 (0.07) (LLCI: 0.38, ULCI: 0.67)

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the high level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.74 (0.10) (LLCI: 0.54, ULCI: 0.95)

Note: N = 263. Unstandardized coefficients are reported.
Abbreviations: LLCI, lower- level confidence interval; ULCI, upper- level confidence interval.
*p < .05; **p < .01.
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    | 603OPTIMISM, MINDFULNESS, AND TASK ENGAGEMENT

in unenjoyable tasks: Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018; Hafenbrack et al., 2021).1 Shepperd et al. (2017) noted 
that people show high levels of optimism for events that are characterized as favourable/enjoyable but 
low levels of optimism for events that are unfavourable. Therefore, when mindfulness is high, people 
are more in touch with the present moment (Brown et al., 2007), perhaps becoming more aware of how 
disengaged they are in a job if that is the case, but they can deny that fact to themselves if they can con-
vince themselves that it can/will get better (i.e., they are optimists). Hence, when people are aware that 
tasks are less favourable, they might invest fewer attentional resources to engage in these tasks (Randall 
et al., 2014, 2019; Sweeny et al., 2006).

It is important to note that the task engagement measure in Study 1 asked participants about their 
jobs. To determine whether mindfulness has more positive effects on engagement in specific tasks 
that are more likely to be enjoyable, in our three subsequent studies, we used tasks that involved brain-
storming as well as reading and writing about celebrities and parties, things people more often do by 
choice for free. We did so to create psychological realism regarding the minority of jobs that people find 
interesting and intrinsically engaging. By changing the task to make it more intrinsically interesting in 
the subsequent studies, we sought to rule out the possibility that mindfulness was not positively linked 
to engagement because the tasks participants thought about were unpleasant (akin to motivation in 
Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018).

Study 1 was high in external validity in the sense that people were evaluating their work engagement 
related to their actual work tasks. A weakness of this approach, however, is a great amount of variation oc-
curs in the types of work tasks people engaged in or thought about. Variance in task enjoyability could have 
accounted for our results if people with more enjoyable tasks were more optimistic about doing well in them 
and were more engaged in them because they were intrinsically motivating. For this reason and to rule out 
this potentially lurking third variable, we conducted Study 2.

STUDY 2

We conducted Study 2 to determine whether the Study 1 response pattern would occur again when we 
held constant the task in which participants engaged. We also measured task enjoyability and included 
it in our analyses as a control variable.

 1We intentionally paid participants an above- market rate (the equivalent of $18/hr) to avoid exploiting their possibly low socio- economic status.

F I G U R E  2  The relationship between optimism (OP) and task engagement by the level of dispositional mindfulness 
(MI) in Study 1
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604 |   BUNJAK et Al.

Method

Sample and procedure

We recruited working professionals via Amazon Mechanical Turk (a crowdsourcing platform). As in 
Study 1, we paid participants $3 for an assigned time of around 10 min. The mandatory requirement 
was that the participants were employed. The online survey was completed in full (after screening 
for response validity indicators, time spent on the survey, and flatlining) by 336 full- time employed 
professionals; 69.4% of respondents were male, and 57.4% were younger than 35 years from various 
job domains (information and communication technology: 44.1%, business and administration: 13.7%, 
education: 10.6%, manufacturing and processing: 10.1%). The majority of participants had acquired a 
bachelor's- level degree (58.6%), and most were from the United States (33.4%), with more than 7 years 
of work experience (33.3%).

Measures

We measured all variables on Likert- type scales ranging from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly 
agree’).

Optimism
For optimism, we used the LOT- R (Scheier et al., 1994). This test is a 10- item measure of individual dif-
ferences in optimism and pessimism (e.g., ‘In uncertain times, I usually expect the best’). Higher scores 
on the LOT- R generally reflect a greater tendency to expect more positive than negative outcomes 
(α = .56).

Dispositional mindfulness
We assessed trait mindfulness with the full 15- item MAAS (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Sample items are 
‘I found it difficult to stay focused on what's happening in the present, (reversed)’ and ‘I found myself 
doing things without paying attention. (reversed)’ (α = .91).

Task engagement
We asked the participants to engage in a task based on the Alternative Uses Test (Guilford, 1967). We 
gave the participants the following instructions: ‘Please provide as many ideas as possible for the use of 
a fork’.

Two independent raters then coded the participants’ ideas blindly for the purpose of our study (ex-
perts in organizational behaviour, one an academic, one a managing practitioner with 5 years of working 
experience) on quantity (the number of ideas) and quality (novelty and usefulness of the provided 
ideas).

As noted, our task engagement definition corresponds with Rothbard’s (2001) definition of en-
gagement, comprising absorption and attention in the task. Absorption requires high levels of concen-
tration and immersion and as such can be coded as the quality of cognitive efforts in tasks. Similarly, 
attention relates to the quantity of such cognitive efforts expended (Ho et al., 2011; Lim et al., 2021; 
Rothbard, 2001). Appendix 1 contains examples of the ideas rated high in quality/quantity.

The two raters’ reliability [ICC(2) = .88] and agreement (average deviation = .18) fell within con-
ventional guidelines (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). We averaged their ratings into overall task engagement 
scores.

Controls
We controlled for perceived task enjoyment because it could play a role in how eagerly participants 
engaged in the task at hand. We used three items similar to the logic Alliger and Williams (1993) applied: 

 20448325, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.12389 by C

ochrane G
erm

any, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [17/11/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



    | 605OPTIMISM, MINDFULNESS, AND TASK ENGAGEMENT

‘I thought the task was fun’, ‘I had a good time doing the task’, and ‘The task was pleasant’. We averaged 
the ratings into overall task enjoyment scores (α = .85).

Results

Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations of all the focal variables used in 
the study.

To alleviate potential issues related to effects of common method variance, we applied the same test 
as in Study 1 (marker variable test). The average correlation between the study's principal constructs for 
digital savviness (r = .08) and the number of digital platforms (r = −.06) was low and non- significant, 
providing no evidence of common method bias.

Simple regression analysis revealed that the direct effect of optimism on task engagement was signif-
icant (b = .39, p < .01), thereby supporting Hypothesis 1. Next, the direct effect of mindfulness on task 
engagement was not significant (b = .01, n.s.); therefore, Hypothesis 2 was again not supported. Last, 
we followed standard procedures to examine interaction effects in PROCESS (Hayes, 2013). The inter-
action term between optimism and mindfulness on task engagement was significant (b = .14, p < .05), 
supporting Hypothesis 3 (see Table 4).

We examined the pattern of this moderation following the procedure Aiken et al. (1991) prescribed 
for probing the interaction between two continuous variables, making comparisons at ±1 SD of the 

T A B L E  3  Study 2— means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3

1 Optimism 3.64 0.56 (.56)

2 Dispositional mindfulness 3.14 1.45 .29** (.91)

3 Task engagement 3.76 1.15 .39** .12* (.88)

Notes: N = 336. Reliabilities (Cronbach's alpha and inter- rater agreement in the case of task engagement) are indicated on the diagonal in 
parentheses.
**p < .01; *p < .05.

T A B L E  4  Study 2— results of the moderation analysis with the PROCESS macro (Model 1)

Dependent variable Task engagement

Constant 2.05 (0.94)*

Optimism 0.20 (0.26)

Dispositional mindfulness −0.49 (0.26)

Task enjoyment 0.20 (0.07)**

Interaction (optimism × mindfulness) 0.14 (0.07)*

F 3.88

df (1, 331)

R2 .18

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the low level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.50 (0.15) (LLCI: 0.20, ULCI: 0.80)

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the medium level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.64 (0.12) (LLCI: 0.41, ULCI: 0.87)

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the high level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.92 (0.16) (LLCI: 0.60, ULCI: 1.12)

Notes: N = 336. Unstandardized coefficients are reported.
Abbreviations: LLCI, lower- level confidence interval; ULCI, upper- level confidence interval.
*p < .05; **p < .01.
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606 |   BUNJAK et Al.

moderator (high and low levels of mindfulness). Figure 3 presents the estimated regression line at high 
and low levels of dispositional mindfulness. Optimism showed a more positive relationship with task 
engagement when the level of dispositional mindfulness was high (gradient = .92, t = 5.84, p < .01) than 
when it was low (gradient = .50, t = 3.28, p < .01).2

Discussion

This was the second demonstration that optimism leads to increased task engagement, supporting 
Hypothesis 1, and that is even truer when people are high rather than low in mindfulness, supporting 
Hypothesis 3. However, so far, Hypothesis 2 that mindfulness would predict increased task engagement 
has not been supported across two studies in which we operationalized mindfulness as a measured 
stable trait. That this study used brainstorming, an activity many people enjoy, and also measured and 
controlled for task enjoyment, rule out the alternative explanation that mindfulness was not positively 
linked to task engagement because the tasks participants thought about were unpleasant (akin to mo-
tivation in Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018). Perhaps this finding is not surprising in light of previous work 
that has also shown that within- day correlations between measured mindfulness and work engagement 
were weak at most (Tuckey et al., 2018). It is also possible that trait mindfulness is simply not a powerful 
enough determinant of any person's state at a given moment to predict their task engagement. This pos-
sibility is consistent with pioneering research on mindfulness by Brown and Ryan (2003, p. 838), who 
found that 71% of the variation in mindfulness is within- person state variation, rather than between- 
person trait variation. We decided in the subsequent studies to induce mindfulness as a state to see if 
that form of mindfulness facilitated task engagement or if we should reject Hypothesis 2 completely for 
both forms of mindfulness.

STUDY 3

To rule out the alternative explanation that task engagement levels are determining mindfulness levels 
rather than vice versa, this study had a between- subjects experimental design in which we manipu-
lated state mindfulness. We randomly assigned participants to one of two conditions (mindfulness 

 2The results remained substantively unchanged with the exclusion of task enjoyment as a control.

F I G U R E  3  The relationship between optimism (OP) and task engagement by the level of dispositional mindfulness 
(MI) in Study 2
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    | 607OPTIMISM, MINDFULNESS, AND TASK ENGAGEMENT

vs. control). We predicted that condition assignment would interact with participants’ reports of their 
optimism to predict task engagement.

Method

Sample and procedure

We conducted Study 3 at a large public university in Slovenia, EU, and it included 123 students; 50% 
were male, and about 35% were younger than 25 years. We rewarded participation with course credit 
for a business skills development course. The participants were bachelor's- level students (35%), and 
most were Slovenian (52.4%). The next- best represented countries were Germany (8.9%) and France 
(4%).

We introduced the study by explaining that the aim of the research was to explore the dynamics em-
ployees perceive regarding tasks. Participants received a booklet that consisted of two separate question-
naires. First, we measured optimism. After they completed the first questionnaire, we asked participants 
to stop and wait for further instructions. We randomly assigned them to the mindfulness meditation or 
control recording. The second questionnaire included a mindfulness assessment, a task to measure their 
task engagement and collect their demographic information.

Mindfulness meditation versus mind wandering- control inductions
In the mindfulness condition, we asked participants to listen to an audio file (i.e., 8- min medita-
tion) that instructed them to focus on the physical sensations of breathing and contained pauses of 
varying lengths (e.g., Mahmood et al., 2016). The control condition received instructions on mind 
wandering (Hafenbrack et al., 2014), asking them to let their minds wander as they normally would 
(i.e., not to keep attention on present experiences; Arch & Craske, 2006). We informed participants 
that they should think about whatever came to their mind. Previous studies have validated the op-
posing natures of mindfulness and mind wandering (Mrazek et al., 2012, 2013), and mind wander-
ing recordings have been the most extensively used comparison conditions to state mindfulness 
inductions (Arch & Craske, 2006; Dickenson et al., 2012; Hafenbrack & Vohs, 2018; Hafenbrack 
et al., 2014, 2020, 2021; Jurkovic, 2016; Keng et al., 2016; Kiken & Shook, 2011; Lee & Orsillo, 2014; 
Rosenstreich, 2016; Rosenstreich & Ruderman, 2017; Wilson et al., 2015; Winning & Boag, 2015) 
because they replicate a waking baseline state (Mason et al., 2007) that is ‘ubiquitous in mental life’ 
(Smallwood & Schooler, 2006, p. 946; see also Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010) and is therefore high 
in internal validity, in contrast to mindfulness.

Measures

We measured all variables on Likert- type scales ranging from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly 
agree’).

Optimism
We used the LOT- R, as in Studies 1 and 2 (α = .70).

Task engagement
The engagement task was to read a short blog entry about the life and death of Amy Winehouse. We 
asked participants to discuss how accurate, well- written, and informative the blog was (the blog was 
written with spelling, grammatical, and sentence construction errors), propose possible changes in the 
blog, and convey their message to the author with instructions:
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608 |   BUNJAK et Al.

Please read the blog below. Please comment on this blog entry in the box below. How 
accurate, well- written, informative did you find it? What would you like to change? What 
would you convey to the author? Do you negatively judge the lifestyle of Amy Winehouse? 
If so, why, if not, why?

We present the blog entry stimuli we used in Appendix 2.
The raters judged participants’ task engagement levels by applying the procedure presented in Study 

2. We present the examples of the ideas rated high in quality/quantity in Appendix 3.
Based on these criteria, two independent raters who were blind to the study's manipulations and 

purpose assessed each individual's task engagement. The raters were research colleagues with experi-
ence in rating participants’ task engagement in their prior research projects. The two raters’ reliability 
[ICC(2) = 0.80] and agreement (average deviation = 0.13) fell within conventional guidelines (LeBreton 
& Senter, 2008). We averaged their ratings into a measure of the overall task engagement.

Mindfulness (manipulation check)
We measured state mindfulness with the 15- item Toronto Mindfulness Scale (TMS; Lau et al., 2006). 
The TMS is based on two components— regulation of attention and orientation to experience— as 
Bishop et al. (2004) proposed. It is a measure of one's level of mindfulness at a single point in time (Lau 
et al., 2006). A sample item is ‘I was curious about my reactions to things’ (α = .96).

Results

Table 5 presents the descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations) of 
all variables used in the study.

Manipulation check

Participants in the mindfulness condition reported greater state mindfulness (M = 4.07, SD = 1.17) than 
did participants in the control condition (M = 3.34, SD = 1.10), t(122) = −4.72, p < .01, d = .86. Thus, 
state mindfulness was successfully induced.

Hypotheses tests

We followed the same procedures as in Studies 1 and 2 for examining direct effects and moderation. 
The simple regression analysis showed that the direct effect of optimism on task engagement was sig-
nificant (b = .39, p < .01), supporting Hypothesis 1. The direct effect of state mindfulness on task 
engagement also was significant (b = .14, p < .01), supporting Hypothesis 2. Further supporting this 

T A B L E  5  Study 3— means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3

1 Optimism 3.89 1.03 (.70)

2 State mindfulness 3.60 1.10 .26** (.96)

3 Task engagement 3.56 1.46 .23** .24** (.80)

Note: N = 123. Reliabilities (Cronbach's alpha and inter- rater agreement in the case of task engagement) are indicated on the diagonal in 
parentheses.
**p < .01, *p < .05.

 20448325, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.12389 by C

ochrane G
erm

any, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [17/11/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



    | 609OPTIMISM, MINDFULNESS, AND TASK ENGAGEMENT

hypothesis, the t- test also showed significant differences in task engagement across the two mindful-
ness conditions (M = 4.44, SD = 1.40 in the mindfulness condition versus M = 2.28, SD = 1.04 in the 
control group; F = 5.50, t(122) = 7.56, p < .01). Lastly, using PROCESS, we found the interaction term 
between optimism and state mindfulness on task engagement to be significant (b = .33, p < .01), sup-
porting Hypothesis 3 (see Table 6).

As in Studies 1 and 2, we examined the pattern of the moderation following the procedure of 
Aiken et al. (1991), with comparisons made at ±1 SD of the moderator. Figure 4 depicts the estimated 
regression line at the high and low levels of state mindfulness. Optimism showed a significant posi-
tive relationship with task engagement when the level of state mindfulness was high (gradient = .70, 
t = 2.01, p < .01), whereas when it was low (gradient = −.13, t = −.61, n.s.), the relationship was not 
significant.

T A B L E  6  Study 3— results of the moderation analysis with the PROCESS macro

Dependent variable Task engagement

Constant 6.25 (1.76)**

Optimism −1.08 (0.37)**

State mindfulness −1.01 (0.45)*

Interaction (optimism × mindfulness) 0.33 (0.11)*

F 6.83

df (6, 116)

R2 .26

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the low level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

−0.22 (0.16) (LLCI: −0.53, ULCI: 0.10)

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the medium level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.04 (0.13) (LLCI: −0.22, ULCI: 0.29)

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the high level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.44 (0.17) (LLCI: 0.11, ULCI: 0.77)

Note: N = 123. Unstandardized coefficients are reported.
Abbreviations: LLCI, lower- level confidence interval; ULCI, upper- level confidence interval.
p < .05; **p < .01.

F IG U R E  4  The relationship between optimism (OP) and task engagement by the level of state mindfulness (MI) in Study 3
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610 |   BUNJAK et Al.

Discussion

As in previous studies, Study 3 found support for a positive link between optimism and task engage-
ment, as well as a multiplicative interaction between optimism and mindfulness on task engagement 
(Hypotheses 1 and 3). Unlike previous studies, we operationalized mindfulness in Study 3 as an induced 
state. Perhaps for that reason, Study 3 was the first to find a positive main effect link between mindful-
ness and task engagement (Hypothesis 2). To test whether the positive effect of induced state mindful-
ness on task engagement was replicable, we conducted Study 4.

STUDY 4

Although the proposed interaction effect of optimism and mindfulness on task engagement was found 
in Studies 1– 3, we found only mixed support for the hypothesized direct relationship between mindful-
ness and task engagement across the three studies. Despite this being found in Study 3, the two variables 
showed no significant correlation in Studies 1 and 2. Against this background, we decided to conduct 
a fourth study in which we again assigned the participants a task that was more likely to be enjoyable in 
order to see if we would reproduce the results from Study 3. Study 4 used a different engagement task, 
to further test the generalizability of our findings.

Method

Sample and procedure

We recruited and compensated 80 post- graduate students in the same manner as in Study 3. The partici-
pants’ ages ranged from 20 to 28 years, and the mean age was 23.95 years (SD = 1.76). Approximately 
52% were female, and 38% of them had between 1 and 4 years of work experience. The participants 
were master's degree students, and most were Slovenian (82.5%), though a few were from Serbia (7.5%) 
and the Republic of North Macedonia (5%). The procedure was the same as that of Study 3, except for 
the engagement task and manipulation check. An experimenter who was blind to the purpose of the 
study greeted the participants, who received two questionnaires to complete in one sitting.

Measures

All variables were measured on Likert- type scales ranging from 1 (‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly 
agree’).

Optimism
The LOT- R was used, as in Studies 1– 3 (α = .75).

Task engagement
Participants were asked to consider a scenario where they are asked to organize a welcome party for 
international students at their university. The following instructions were given:

You are asked to organize a welcome party for international students at your university. 
Organizing an event is not a simple task. If you want to pleasantly surprise your guests, 
think about everything down to the smallest detail: how they register, who will greet par-
ticipants and how, what music will be playing, what to do during breaks, etc. Please take 
5– 10 minutes now to think carefully and write down one idea and describe it in detail.
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    | 611OPTIMISM, MINDFULNESS, AND TASK ENGAGEMENT

Following the same procedure as in Studies 2 and 3, the raters evaluated participants’ task engagement 
levels, based on criteria for quality and quantity. Appendix 4 includes examples of the ideas rated high in 
quality/quantity.

In the same manner as in Study 2, the two raters’ reliability [ICC(2) = 0.88] and agreement (average 
deviation = 0.17) were within conventional guidelines (LeBreton & Senter, 2008). We averaged their 
ratings into a measure of overall task engagement.

Manipulation check
To measure the extent to which the focused- breathing meditation induction cultivated increased 
awareness of the present moment in the mindfulness condition, we asked participants to report the 
extent to which they were ‘absorbed in the present moment’, using a 5- point Likert scale (1 = ‘very 
slightly or not at all’, 5 = ‘extremely’), based on the logic applied by Hafenbrack et al. (2014, Study 2b).

Results

Table 7 presents the descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations) of 
all variables used in the study.

Manipulation check

Participants in the mindfulness condition reported greater awareness of the present moment (M = 3.34, 
SD = 1.10) than did participants in the control condition (M = 2.12, SD = 1.19), t(78) = −4.70, p < .01, 
d = 1.06. Thus, state mindfulness was successfully induced.

Hypotheses tests

We followed the same procedures as in Studies 1– 3 to examine direct effects and moderation using a 
bootstrapping approach. The analysis showed that the direct effect of optimism on task engagement 
was significant (b = .31, p < .01.), supporting Hypothesis 1. The direct effect of state mindfulness on 
task engagement also was significant (b = .24, p < .01), supporting Hypothesis 2. Similar to Study 3 
and further supporting Hypothesis 2, the t- test also showed significant differences in task engagement 
across the two conditions (M = 4.02, SD = .91 in the mindfulness condition versus M = 2.44, SD = .81 
in the control condition; F = .85, t(78) = 8.22, p < .01). Using PROCESS, we found the interaction term 
between optimism and state mindfulness on task engagement to be significant (b = .21, p < .01), repli-
cating the support for Hypothesis 3 found in our previous studies (see Table 8).

We again examined the pattern of the moderation following the procedure of Aiken et al. (1991), with 
comparisons made at ±1 SD of the moderator (high and low levels of state mindfulness). Figure 5 presents 
the estimated regression line at the high and low levels of state mindfulness. Optimism showed a significant 

T A B L E  7  Study 4— means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations

Variable M SD 1 2 3

1 Optimism 3.28 0.74 (.75)

2 State mindfulness 2.70 1.29 .16 (– )

3 Task engagement 3.24 1.16 .29** .19* (.88)

Note: N = 80. Reliabilities (Cronbach's alpha and inter- rater agreement in the case of task engagement) are indicated on the diagonal in 
parentheses.
**p < .01, *p < .05.
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positive relationship with task engagement when the level of state mindfulness was high (gradient = .60, 
t = 2.02, p < .01), whereas when it was low (gradient = −.03, t = −.28, n.s.), the relationship was not significant.

Discussion

Except for the direction of the mindfulness effect, which again differed compared to Studies 1 and 2 
and thus supported Hypothesis 2, we replicated in Study 4 the major findings of Study 3. In line with 
our main proposition, the results indicated that the relationship between participants’ optimism and 
task engagement was more positive when mindfulness was high. In three of our studies, task engage-
ment was highest when both optimism and mindfulness were high, indicating that neither optimism 
nor mindfulness alone would predict individuals’ highest task engagement, as well as optimism and 
mindfulness acting together can predict it.

T A B L E  8  Study 4— results of the moderation analysis with the PROCESS macro

Dependent variable Task engagement

Constant 0.45 (2.06)

Optimism −0.19 (0.30)

State mindfulness −0.60 (0.35)

Interaction (optimism × mindfulness) 0.21 (0.10)*

F 3.91

df (5, 74)

R2 .21

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the low level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.01 (0.21) (LLCI: −0.42, ULCI: 0.44)

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the medium level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.42 (0.13) (LLCI: 0.15, ULCI: 0.69)

Conditional effect of optimism on task engagement at the high level of 
mindfulness (95% bootstrapped confidence intervals)

0.63 (0.18) (LLCI: 0.25, ULCI: 1.00)

Note: N = 80. Unstandardized coefficients are reported.
Abbreviations: LLCI, lower- level confidence interval; ULCI, upper- level confidence interval.
*p < .05; **p < .01.

F I G U R E  5  The relationship between optimism (OP) and task engagement by the level of state mindfulness (MI) in 
Study 4

1

2

3

4

5

Low OP High OP

tne
megagn

E ksa
T

Low MI
High MI

 20448325, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.12389 by C

ochrane G
erm

any, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [17/11/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



    | 613OPTIMISM, MINDFULNESS, AND TASK ENGAGEMENT

GENER A L DISCUSSION

Our research used survey and experimental designs with four different measures of task engagement 
and two operationalizations of mindfulness (measured trait and induced state) among various national 
cultures to examine the relationships between optimism, mindfulness, and task engagement. Across 
four studies conducted with working adults at a crowdsourcing platform and business school students 
in the lab, we found that, generally, people who are both mindful and optimistic tend to be the most 
engaged in tasks. In line with the value of replication in psychological science (Cohen, 1994), we dem-
onstrated identical response patterns within each operationalization of mindfulness in two studies each. 
Studies 1 and 2 showed positive direct effects of optimism on task engagement, and dispositional mind-
fulness played a moderating role in the link between optimism and task engagement, yet dispositional 
mindfulness had no effect on task engagement. Receiving a task that is part of one's job but perhaps has 
little intrinsic and/or extrinsic reward might make people might make people less optimistic in general, 
thus not engaged. However, Study 2 ruled out the alternative explanation of task enjoyability by keeping 
the task constant across participants and controlling for task enjoyability. In Studies 3 and 4, the 8- min 
meditation practice was able to improve participants’ engagement in tasks, which was not the case for 
the trait mindfulness measured in Studies 1 and 2.

Theoretical contributions

Our findings contribute to the optimism and mindfulness literature by focusing on the interac-
tion effects of optimism and mindfulness in the work context and supporting the findings in other 
life domains where task engagement plays an important role in one's success (Sweeny et al., 2006). 
Researchers have been examining the beneficial outcomes of mindfulness for several years and have 
been speculating about the process driving the beneficial outcomes of mindfulness and cognitive 
processes, such as optimism (Bishop et al., 2004; Glomb et al., 2011; Knight et al., 2019; Shapiro 
et al., 2006). Moreover, even if optimists are more likely to pursue goals than less optimistic indi-
viduals are (Neff & Geers, 2013), no explicit study has shown how the self- regulation at the heart of 
mindfulness may stimulate a positive expectation that translates to one's task engagement (Niemiec 
et al., 2012). Thus, our study is especially important for the field of positive psychological function-
ing because, in addition to focusing on mindfulness approaches when managing mostly psychologi-
cal problems, far less has been discussed and empirically demonstrated on how mindfulness and 
individual strengths (i.e., optimism), when operating at the same time, can positively influence one's 
task engagement (Medlin & Green, 2009; Niemiec et al., 2012). Similarly, a recent study showed the 
positive indirect effect of non- reactivity (a facet of mindfulness) via positive affect and optimism 
on work engagement (Malinowski & Lim, 2015), but evidence for boundary conditions in the rela-
tionship between optimism and task engagement is still lacking (Knight et al., 2019). Our research 
contributes to further informing this relationship.

In addition, this study extends the resource allocation model by introducing optimism to the the-
oretical framework as a cognitive resource. Kanfer and Ackerman’s (1989) model has been applied to 
mindfulness (Reina & Kudesia, 2020) and related phenomena such as mind wandering (Randall et al., 
2014, 2019) and affective processes (for a review, see Beal et al., 2005). Our work complements the ex-
isting studies by showing that people's positive expectations are likely to drive them to take action and 
engage in tasks. However, positive expectations may also require one's self- regulatory attention (i.e., 
mindfulness) to facilitate optimal task engagement.

Research has shown that optimists tend to prioritize certain situations and exert greater efforts when 
goals seem to be favourable and achievable (Britton et al., 2012). Thus, enhanced self- regulatory atten-
tion to the present moment may prevent individuals from having unrealistic expectations and improve 
their judgement and decisions to engage in tasks that work towards realistic goals (De Meza & Dawson, 
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2021; Forgeard & Seligman, 2012). Across four studies, we showed that mindfulness helps people stay in 
touch with their positive expectations, even when working conditions are not ideal. For gig workers, this 
may mean that vague and challenging working conditions do not hamper the motivation to stay engaged 
in tasks. That is, optimists could manage to keep their positivity based on their optimistic predictions 
that they can accomplish their tasks because mindfulness provides additional attentional resources that 
are continually directed into their task engagement. Additionally, simply thinking about possible posi-
tive future outcomes may already satisfy people's inner desire and therefore decrease the persistence and 
motivation to engage in tasks (Oettingen et al., 2015). However, mindfulness could balance these out 
by monitoring the individual's attention and bringing it back to the task when the outcome seems to be 
too costly or not feasible.

In addition, the students who were engaging in lab tasks might have been challenged, too, because 
these tasks were not a matter of choice (they were imposed on the students) and as such did not carry 
a lot of meaning or joy. However, similar to before, we showed that when working in concert with 
positive expectations, mindfulness may free additional attentional resources and allow one to focus on 
positive information in the present moment, which facilitates task engagement. Compared to animals 
that experience life only in the present, human beings make the most sense of their life stories when 
they are able to connect the present and future (Baumeister et al., 2016). Hence, the students who might 
have experienced the lab tasks as meaningless could sustain their effort on those tasks because high self- 
awareness of present actions is frequently a precondition for desired future success. In sum, we conclude 
that neither optimism nor mindfulness alone would facilitate individuals’ task engagement as well as 
optimism and mindfulness working in concert do.

Practical implications

Employees at all levels face unpredictable challenges in their day- to- day activities and career pursuits. 
Our study shows that high optimism and mindfulness typically contribute to higher task engagement. 
Therefore, these results are applicable to employees, enabling them to enhance the benefits of personal-
ity strengths, such as optimism (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Having an optimistic attitude would give 
them a stronger orientation towards goal achievement, thus promoting engagement in various tasks in 
the workplace. We conclude that depending on the characteristics of the constructs (i.e., stable disposi-
tional or malleable state mindfulness), optimists will benefit from the heightened attention that mind-
fulness practice affords, especially short- term practice that induces state mindfulness. When trying to 
prioritize tasks, knowledge workers who can choose what to work on (researchers choosing projects, 
lawyers choosing cases, journalists choosing stories, consultants choosing projects, etc.) might find an 
on- the- spot state mindfulness induction (Hafenbrack, 2017) particularly helpful.

Similarly, for a large number of people, everyday life tasks are imposed on them and are not particu-
larly a matter of their choice, which may hamper their motivation to stay engaged in those tasks. Despite 
the fact that meaningless tasks do not evoke positive attitudes (Krok & Telka, 2019), people who main-
tain optimistic outlooks on future events when fully aware of the benefits and rewards that may follow 
will succeed in task engagement no matter how difficult that might be. Hence, another practical im-
plication for managers is to implement interventions that may enhance workers’ optimism. They could 
achieve this by implementing the Best Possible Self method in personal development training programs. 
The Best Possible Self intervention involves asking individuals to imagine a future in which everything 
has turned out well. This intervention also could be implemented during a longer period (8 weeks or 
longer) on a personal level (Bolier et al., 2013).

Moreover, our results suggest that even a short mindfulness practice could be beneficial to everyday 
social activities of crucial importance to an organization. Such training should be brought into the 
workplace to contribute to vibrant and effective task engagement in the organization. Long mindful-
ness exercises may be considered inappropriate for the workplace (Hülsheger et al., 2015), but brief 
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mindfulness training (e.g., a mindful lunch or mindful walking) could enhance the benefits of individ-
uals’ character strengths, increase positive attitudes about specific behaviours (Arch et al., 2016; Hanley 
et al., 2015; Imtiaz et al., 2018), or— as in our study— cue deeper engagement in work tasks.

Limitations and future directions

Our studies are limited in several ways. Because we were changing other things in each study, we 
wanted to keep the control condition consistent to allow for more precise comparisons. However, an 
active control condition would have also made sense and could be implemented in future research. Even 
though our constructs called for individuals’ assessments of phenomena they experienced in different 
environmental settings, and thereby could not be other- rated, the limitations in Study 1 are related 
mainly to the self- reported nature of the data gathering, and the shortened (albeit previously validated; 
Schaufeli et al., 2017) UWES scale used to capture participants’ task engagement at work. Studies 1 and 
2 were also cross- sectional, so we could not draw causal claims but could only test their implications in 
a correlational manner. Nevertheless, in attempting to minimize the problem of common method vari-
ance (Podsakoff et al., 2003), we ensured that participants could not guess the purpose of the study by 
providing vague study titles that did not give away the variables (e.g., ‘Tasks and Temporal Feelings’), 
provided respondent anonymity, used a large- scale study where we were able to employ counterbalanc-
ing question order, improved scale items by keeping the questions simple and concise, and conducted 
additional post hoc marker variable tests.

Studies 1 and 2 were also conducted by recruiting participants via MTurk. Although we followed 
recent best- practice recommendations such as using response validity indicators and conducting data 
screening (Chmielewski & Kucker, 2019), those studies suffer from limitations related to such a data 
collection approach (Marder & Fritz, 2015). In any case, Studies 3 and 4 were conducted in a different 
setting and addressed the issue of whether the causality between the variables (optimism, which we 
measured before participants completed the task; mindfulness, which we manipulated with random 
assignment to state mindfulness induction versus a control condition; and task engagement) could be 
reversed. However, future field research into mindfulness could benefit from a longitudinal study that 
tests the causality of proposed relationships in real- life settings and examines a temporal dimension, 
that is, whether and how the interaction of optimism with mindfulness can help employees progress 
at work.

An intervention that can increase state optimism (Spencer et al., 2005) could also help test the direc-
tionality of the observed relationships. Similarly, it would be interesting to work on increasing a state of 
optimism by means of various interventions and to see how such processes interact with one's disposi-
tional mindfulness on task engagement. These interventions would still represent a backward indirect 
link between the future (positive expectations) and the present (self- awareness of present moment), 
where the manipulated state of optimism could influence one's perception of value and meaning, hence 
also influencing task engagement.

In light of how mindfulness can occur in the absence of meditation (Reina & Kudesia, 2020), an 
overall limitation of our studies is the operationalization of the mindfulness construct and whether this 
phenomenon is internally or externally assigned. In Studies 1 and 2, the perceived mindfulness variable 
seemed to be linked more to the respondents’ personal awareness of their internal states, whereas in 
Studies 3 and 4, it was externally induced. This needs to be acknowledged when interpreting the results 
of these studies, which is both a limitation and a strength at the same time. In Studies 3 and 4, we tested 
our hypotheses with college students (who at least were not in North America; Henrich et al., 2010). 
There is no doubt that students’ success is often measured by whether they achieve goals. However, a 
test of generality in work and life settings is needed. Although the use of student samples has not been 
deemed highly problematic in organizational research (Wheeler et al., 2014), future research could em-
ploy the examined relationship postulated here in workplace conditions (e.g., a field experiment).
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Conclusions

In conclusion, we are contributing to the literature on positive human functioning from a multidimen-
sional perspective by exploring the effects of optimism and mindfulness on task engagement, by exam-
ining both their main and interaction effects on this outcome. Based on these findings, we conclude 
that dispositional mindfulness and state mindfulness strengthen the positive effect of optimism on task 
engagement. To answer our research question, when it comes to task engagement, optimism is more 
reliably helpful than mindfulness, but it is best to be both optimistic and mindful.
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A PPEN DI X 1

AN EXAMPLE OF THE IDEAS RATED HIGH IN QUALITY/QUANTITY (STUDY 2)
An example of an idea rated high in quality includes: ‘You can use this fork to help you propel yourself 
whilst sat on a skateboard. Simply sit on the stakeboard, and use the fork a little like a paddle on a boat. 
However, unlike a paddle in water, the fork is used to stab the ground in front of you, then you pull back, 
meaning you and the skateboard are propelled forward. This could be an option for people without legs’.

An idea high in quantity includes: ‘A common problem for homeowners is other people's animals, 
particularly pet cats, coming in their garden. They can easily jump onto fence and down into your gar-
den, using your lawn as a toilet and digging up your flower beds. Use this elegant fork solution, which 
positions them atop your fences, prong side up, preventing cats from being able to jump on the fence 
without getting their bottoms spiked (cats are intelligent creatures and won't even try it). These look 
elegant and shiny in the sun, and because they are stainless steel, they won't corrode in the rain. Try this 
elegant and practical solution today –  available to buy in packs of twenty!’.
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A PPEN DI X 2

BLOG ENTRY STIMUL I (ST UDY 3)
‘They say the good die young, and that the foolish die early. When judging Amy Whinehouse's life, I’m 
inclined at first to say the latter with her. But as I think about it more, I find that neither cliché really 
applies here. The heroin drinking, meth blunt smoking, Ketamine inhaling songstress was by no means 
good, but at the same I time I’m weary to label her as foolish. (Fact: Smokey the Bear has his own zip 
code: 20252) We so often say that when a person turns to drugs that this person is broken (which is 
often the case). One doesn't get the feeling this is the case, though, with Whinehouse. She had from all 
accounts a great relationship with her father and was financially set at a young age. She is an example 
of someone who just loved drugs. She's one of those rare girls who could hang with the boys— in fact 
probably roll harder than any of them. This is why she is not foolish. Anyone who does drugs as hard 
as Whinehouse did knows full well of their effect. It's a fine line that any user knowingly walks. (Fact: 
that line has a fineness of 2 feet).

Her death raises the question as all deaths for people who die at an early age: Is her death tragic? 
When someone seemingly so pre- destined for an early demise dies, it's not tragic. What have we really 
lost here? Her best days were behind her. It seemed improbable that she would put out anything more 
than a mediocre single (and nothing as good as “Rehab”). So with her best days behind her, we have not 
lost a great talent. No, when Amy Whinehouse died, Hedonism lost one of its best soldiers’.

A PPEN DI X 3

A N EX A MPL E OF THE IDE A S R AT ED HIGH I N QUA L IT Y/QUA NTIT Y 
(ST UDY 3)
An example of an idea rated high in quality includes: ‘Accuracy? I cannot evaluate all the things written 
in the blog, so I am neutral. Well- written? Not so much, it is pretty much judgmental without suitable 
facts. Informative? It is informative but maybe more about the author him/herself. My message to the 
author –  stop writing about other people using them as a platform for your own frustration healing’.

An idea high in quantity includes: ‘The blog entry lacks clarity and it is really hard to figure out what 
the author was trying to say. It is like he/she was just skipping some parts or even brainstorming at some 
point. The article has many spelling mistakes; it was confusing and too subjective. It was difficult for 
me to understand the message the author wanted to convey. I thought that two paragraphs were writ-
ten by two different authors because there seem to be two different opinions. I did not understand the 
references –  Smokey the Bear has his own zip code: 20252’.

A PPEN DI X 4

A N EX A MPL E OF THE IDE A S R AT ED HIGH I N QUA L IT Y/QUA NTIT Y 
(ST UDY 4)
An example of an idea rated high in quality was: ‘The idea is called –  Visiting Kitchen: a group of five 
students would be taken to the faculty's kitchen where they would get various tasks like dish- washing, 
making coffee or tea, delicious sandwiches, cutting vegetables, etc. This would make them team up right 
away, both among themselves and with the faculty stuff which would help them to feel like a part of the 
faculty and part of the group with other international student fellows. After the time of preparing the 
meal, they would eat together which would give them the opportunity to get to know each other even 
better and to feel connected with the new colleagues and the Faculty itself’.

An idea high in quantity was: ‘The party would be held outside, in the faculty's yard, and would start 
at 6 pm. In the yard, students would be able to find a big whiteboard with their names and post- it notes 
beside their names. The note would have some fanny but learning message on it and a badge where 
students could write their name and describe themselves with three to five personal characteristics 
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that describe them the best. Also, the post- it note would have guidelines for every student to go to 
one of the three- party stages organized especially for international students. The idea would be for all 
students to go through all the stages with the purpose to get to know each other in smaller groups and 
at the end (approx. 2 hours later) they would gather again at the one big stage in yard for a ‘classical’ 
party with a DJ’.

 20448325, 2022, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://bpspsychub.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/joop.12389 by C

ochrane G
erm

any, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [17/11/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense


	Better to be optimistic, mindful, or both? The interaction between optimism, mindfulness, and task engagement
	Abstract
	BACKGROUND
	Optimism and task engagement
	Mindfulness and task engagement
	Optimism, mindfulness, and task engagement
	Study overview

	STUDY 1
	Method
	Sample and procedure
	Measures
	Optimism
	Dispositional mindfulness
	Task engagement


	Results
	Discussion

	STUDY 2
	Method
	Sample and procedure
	Measures
	Optimism
	Dispositional mindfulness
	Task engagement
	Controls


	Results
	Discussion

	STUDY 3
	Method
	Sample and procedure
	Mindfulness meditation versus mind wandering-control inductions

	Measures
	Optimism
	Task engagement
	Mindfulness (manipulation check)


	Results
	Manipulation check
	Hypotheses tests

	Discussion

	STUDY 4
	Method
	Sample and procedure
	Measures
	Optimism
	Task engagement
	Manipulation check


	Results
	Manipulation check
	Hypotheses tests

	Discussion

	GENERAL DISCUSSION
	Theoretical contributions
	Practical implications
	Limitations and future directions
	Conclusions

	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST
	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	ETHICAL APPROVAL
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	REFERENCES


